They are known as "the French doctors." They treat the wounded in Lebanon and Angola, set up refugee camps in Thailand and Kurdistan, denounce violations of human rights in Iraq and Cambodia, care for street children in Antananarivo (Madagascar) and orphans in Romania. They are for the most part young, and they are seen as daredevils with panache. They are, in fact, working under a highly structured organisation, Medecins Sans Frontieres, now collaborating with the World Health Organisation, the United Nation's High Commission for Refugees, the International Red Cross, and other government or non-governmental humanitarian and aid organisations. MSF, "doctors without frontiers," was founded almost exactly 20 years ago, on 21 December 1971, and is now the world's largest and probably best known private humanitarian organisation.
Every year about a thousand M-SF doctors, nurses, and logistics experts travel to "hot spots" worldwide, sometimes illegally and often at the risk of their lives, to carry out the mission defined in the charter written in 1971: "Medecins Sans Frontieres bring their help to all victims of natural catastrophe, collective accidents, and belligerent situations, without discrimination of race, politics, religion,-or philosophy." MSF has provided emergency medical care and relief in more than 80 countries; it has established refugee camps and organised epidemiological training, all the while affirming its independence from any government or pressure group. "We have been close to misery, death, disease, violence, and we have been strengthened, better armed," says Dr Xavier Emmanuelli, one of the founders and a very active honorary president. "We have forged a tool, solid, pragmatic, of a diAXension never achieved before ... yet we have remained free, rebellious, independent." MSF was founded by physicians who had cared for the wounded and the sick during the Biafra war, and others who had responded to MSF has made a quantum leap from its original role of medical aid in a situation of crisis. The Gulf war led it to use material and financial means on an unprecedented scale: more than 60 chartered planes, 14 million ecus in expenses, requests for support from institutional donors who carry nearly 100% of the financial burden. It has decentralised, establishing an office in New York, to protect the name of "doctors without borders," and to collect donations. Long term missions have been opened in 11 countries, mostly in Africa but also in Romania and Vietnam, but MSF has withdrawn from Afghanistan, where personnel had become a target and one physician was killed while working in a hospital. It has increased recruitment and developed volunteer training. Qualified volunteer health personnel usually join MSF for six months to a year, receiving a monthly compensation of Fr 3000 to 4000 (£300-400). From But the "French doctors" do not only work abroad. Seeing that about 800 000 people in France (including an estimated 400 000 clandestine immigrants) had no access to medical services, MSF four years ago initiated "Mission Solidarity France," installing medicosocial centres in four major cities and providing about 10 000 free medical consultations annually.
MSF has also created Epicentre, a school for applied training and research in epidemiology and public health and a clearing house for international consultants, which is located in its Parisian headquarters. The small Epicentre staff of eight, assisted by international consultants, organises seminars and meetings and takes part in university teaching, mostly of North American methods of epidemiological research. "We do not want to duplicate university teaching, but insist on the practical, 'how to' approaches to epidemiology," says Alain Moren, Epicentre's director. One week courses are given in Paris, others in affected countries, whenever the need appears-triggered by war, natural catastrophe, or epidemic. Epicentre sometimes works under contract with the World Health Organisation, the European Community, Unicef, the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, Oxfam, and other nongovernmental organisations to serve a "working tool to evaluate public health; to test, not new molecules, but new strategies." Moren, a doctor who trained in public health at Johns Hopkins University and worked with the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, feels that European epidemiology, which tends to be academic, can benefit from the more practical, field oriented, Anglosaxon approach with more informal, American style teaching combining critique and discussions. Its computer division has developed-user friendly programs for field epidemiology and a nutrition oriented program, Epinut. Now that it is 20 years old, MSF is further consolidating its public image and intensifying fundraising. Several films will be shown in Europe, including Great Britain. "Is there a risk that we will become bureaucrats and technocrats?" wonders one staff member. "The enthusiasm and commitment I see around me lead me to think these perils are still remote."
